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People want to escape the aversive state of powerlessness, as it makes them feel out of control 
and induces negative effects. One way through which people resolve the absence of personal 
control is compensatory consumption. This work theorizes that powerless individuals will 
consume more controversial brands because they are perceived by those individuals as 
powerful. By conducting an experimental study, in which brand controversy was manipulated 
via two scenarios, no evidence was found to support the main hypothesis. Unexpectedly, it was 
found that controversial brands are perceived as less powerful by powerless individuals than by 
powerful individuals. 
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Believe in something, even if it means sacrificing everything. The commercial launched 
by Nike in September 2018 featuring American football player Colin Kaepernick, secured the 
brand an accolade for Outstanding Commercial at the Creative Arts Emmy Awards. Despite 
this recognition, the controversial campaign produced reactions that were polar opposites. On 
YouTube, reactions to the advert ranged from the most negative “It’s simple Nike, your link to 
Kaepernick is why I don’t buy your products anymore” to the most positive “Love it! This ad 
is empowering and encouraging”. All in all, the campaign was positive for Nike: its stock prices 
registered an unprecedented high value in the immediate aftermath of the advert’s release 
(Wertz, 2018). 
Indeed, controversial campaigns are not a novelty but in recent years brands have been 
increasingly resorting to these shock-marketing tactics (Parry et al., 2013) and controversial 
activities as a means of sparking interest in a wide population (Agrawal, 2016). Gillette, for 
instance, triggered mass interest after launching the 2019 advert with the phrase The Best a Man 
Can Be, which is proved by the soar in word-of-mouth (WOM) immediately after the ad’s 
launch (YouGov, 2019). However, Gillette was unsuccessful in increasing willingness to buy 
(WTB) (Gogarty, 2019). The brand took a stand on a topic (toxic masculinity) that offended a 
large part of their customers as many did not agree with the company’s viewpoint. In practice, 
succeeding in controversial campaigns is challenging because positive reactions depend on the 
degree of issue alignment with customers’ views (Agrawal, 2016; Kennedy, 2014). Data shows 
that WTB increases if the company’s stance on key matters is consistent with individuals’ 
beliefs (Qualtrics, 2015). Accordingly, a brand will decide more effectively whether to venture 
into controversy or not, if it can understand properly its consumer base as well as their views 
and predict accurately how consumers will behave in response to controversial actions.  
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Currently, the socio-political scene around the world along with activist movements like 
Me Too, the Climate Strike, Black Lives Matter, etc., are some of the controversial issues that 
brands are choosing to address in their communication endeavours. The high number of activist 
movements observed in the last decade is a manifestation of the powerless joining together to 
make their voices heard against the powerful (Satell & Popovic, 2017). According to the WEF 
(2015), the growing sense of powerlessness comes from the lack of meaningful choice people 
feel as consumers, voters and workers. Simultaneously, there is an observable growth in belief-
driven consumers (Edelman, 2018). On one hand, this can be seen as people endorsing causes 
they believe in through purchasing power; on the other hand, the consumption of controversial 
brands can be regarded by consumers as a means of gaining the sense of power they are lacking.  
Although there is no implication of a correlation, the trends mentioned above – an 
increase in brands’ controversy, an increase in activist movements, a growing sense of 
powerlessness, and a surge of belief-driven consumers – prompted the study that follows. This 
work project will deal with consumers’ psychological state of power and how those who face a 
threat to power relate to controversial brands. The developed hypothesis is that when people 
feel powerless, they will prefer to consume controversial brands – over non-controversial 
brands – as they might be seen as more powerful, and therefore might serve as a means to regain 
one’s own sense of power. The following work uses past research related to controversy, 
personal control and compensatory behaviour to establish the main hypotheses. To test the 
hypotheses, an experiment was conducted which is described in detail in the methodology 
section. The results were thoroughly analysed to draw conclusions. Lastly, the limitations of 
the study are discussed as well as possible directions for future research.  
2. Literature Review 
In the scope of consumer behaviour and research, there have been several studies on how 
people seek to diminish threats to personal control and compensate for their negative effects 
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through many different processes. Some of the relevant authors for this research are Rucker and 
Galinsky, as their work focuses on compensatory behaviour in response to threats to power. 
Regarding controversial matters there is also existing literature, mostly focused on how 
controversy causes conversation and opinion sharing (Chen & Berger, 2013; Tassiello et al., 
2016), on reactions to controversial advertising (Parry, 2013), and neighbouring concepts such 
as polarization (Rozenkrants et al., 2017). This section will build on existing literature related 
to controversy, power and compensatory behaviour to formulate the main hypothesis that 
powerless consumers have a higher purchase intention for controversial brands. 
2.1.  Controversy & Controversial Brands  
Defining controversy: The Cambridge Dictionary (2019) gives a broad definition of 
controversy, describing it as “a lot of disagreement or argument about something, usually 
because it affects or is important to many people”. Even though it is a simple definition, it 
conveys the main idea that controversy causes divergent opinions and non-consensual 
reactions. That being said, not every topic that causes disagreement is controversial or causes 
controversy. As Chen & Berger (2013) explained, it is possible to disagree on which soap smells 
better but it is unlikely that people find that issue controversial. However, if they disagree on 
the topic of legal abortion, they are more likely to find that a controversial topic. Indeed, an 
issue is controversial if people have disagreeing views on it and strongly hold those views 
(Boring, 1929). Issues that involve moral judgement (right vs. wrong) or that have a political or 
religious nature are expected to be considered controversial as a lot of people will most likely 
have opposing viewpoints on them. Previous research also pointed out that “controversy is in 
the eye of the beholder” (Chen & Berger, 2013), as for instance sports fans might consider a 
certain annulled goal controversial whereas non-sports-fans are unlikely to consider this 
controversial. Moreover, the characterisation of an issue as controversial might even depend on 
culture and time (Ralston & Podrebarac, 2014).  
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WOM has a substantial effect on consumers’ everyday purchasing decisions and it is 
considered a very useful marketing instrument (Arndt, 1967; Berger, 2014; De Angelis et al., 
2012). One reason why brands take part in activities that might be perceived as controversial is 
to take advantage of the WOM generated. In fact, a brand should not be described in its whole 
as controversial since a brand, in its pure existence, is unlikely to cause opposing and strongly 
held viewpoints by a large part of the population. Therefore, for the purpose of this research, a 
controversial brand will hinge on the definition of controversy and will be described as a brand 
which performs controversial actions and/or takes a stance on controversial topics1. For 
instance, a brand is controversial when it communicates in a controversial manner, as were the 
examples of Nike and Gillette mentioned previously. Likewise, sometimes a company carries 
out a controversial action in another scope of its activity, which results in the brand being 
perceived as controversial – for example, the North American fast-food chain Chick-Fil-A 
caused controversy when it became public that the company donated to charities with anti-
LGBTQ stances (Sandler, 2019). In practice, a controversial brand does not need to be 
controversial constantly but instead, it performs controversial actions that are perceived by the 
general public as such.  
Controversy and polarization: Several bodies of literature, mainly within the fields of 
consumer research and social psychology, have touched upon the subject of polarization of 
products, of groups and others (Rozenkrants et al., 2017; Rao & Steckel, 1991; Ann Smith, 
1989; Lamm & Myers, 1978; Mackie, 1986). Such research can be transposed and applied to 
controversial brands. Controversy can be said to be a form of polarization, considering that 
something polarizing is defined by Rozenkrants et al. (2017) as that which some people like a 
great deal and others dislike a great deal. Some characteristics of polarizing products are that 
they transmit more self-expressive information than nonpolarizing products and for this reason, 
                                                          
1 Hereinafter the term controversial brand is used referring to this definition.  
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they constitute a stronger signal of one’s taste or personality (Rozenkrants et al., 2017). Thus, 
if something causes divergent opinions, individual’s opinions on that target are more 
demonstrative about the character of the person who expresses such opinions (Rozenkrants et 
al., 2017). Brands that choose to be controversial are likely to also become polarizing, since a 
great deal of people will like them and a great deal will dislike them. With this in mind, it makes 
sense that the consumption of controversial brands is more informative regarding an 
individual’s character than the consumption of non-controversial brands. 
Controversy and its links to power: Other academic publications that are enlightening 
for the present research concern non-conforming behaviour, which is broadly defined by Nail, 
MacDonald, & Levy (2000) as an action or belief which is not in line with rules or standards. 
Behaving in accordance with social norms and expected conduct is motivated by a need of 
social acceptance (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004) and a fear of punishment, like social rejection 
and mockery (Kruglanski & Webster, 1991; Miller & Anderson, 1979; Levine, 2015). In 
contrast, non-conforming behaviour involves a social cost and represents a high risk (Schachter, 
1951; Levine, 2015). For these reasons, behaving in a non-conforming manner can indicate 
higher status and capability to others but only if the non-conforming behaviour is intentional 
(Bellezza et al., 2014). The same authors focused particularly on how the characteristics of 
observers affect the perceptions of non-conforming behaviour; they concluded that observers’ 
need for uniqueness, familiarity with the environment, and the presence of expected norms of 
behaviour mediate status and competence inference. Overall, “observers may infer that a non-
conforming individual is in a powerful position that allows her to risk the social costs of 
nonconformity without fear of losing her place in the social hierarchy” (Bellezza et al., 2014). 
Likewise, when brands choose to be controversial it can be said that they are non-
conforming to the normal and expected standards. Much like it happens with individuals, when 
a brand is non-conforming – in this case by being controversial – it is also incurring in high 
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costs and high risks. There is a plethora of non-controversial actions that brands might choose, 
but some of them use their brand agency to influence outcomes in a controversial domain that 
is dividing and difficult to approach. By doing this, brands are risking their brand image and 
possibly incurring in costs since a part of the brand’s customers, that take on a contrary view 
regarding the same controversial matter, might decide to stop consuming the brand. Overall, 
being controversial is a form of signalling as it is costly and observable by others (Spence, 
1973), so it is expected that observers make inferences according to that signal.  
Given the information gathered on controversy, this work hypothesizes that, by being 
controversial, brands will be perceived as more powerful comparing to non-controversial ones. 
Individuals will perceive that controversial brands take the risk of positively influencing world 
outcomes because they are in a position of power where they no longer need to worry about 
losing their place in the market and can afford the risks and costs associated with being 
controversial. 
H1A: controversial brands compared to non-controversial brands are perceived as more 
powerful. 
H1B: controversial brands are perceived to take more risk compared to non-controversial 
brands and this, in turn, affects perceptions of power. 
2.2.  Power & Compensatory Behaviour  
Power and its effects: Power is defined as the relative control over other individuals, 
valued resources and/or outcomes, of oneself or others (Magee & Galinsky, 2008; Hunt & 
Nevin, 1974). The concept of power is relative, in the sense that it is assessed in comparison to 
others and can differ for one individual depending on the context and relationship (Pfeffer, 
1981; Emerson, 1962); a CEO, for example, is typically seen as powerful but it is possible that 
an employee quitting for another job makes them feel powerless (Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). 
Many sources can provoke feelings of power, namely economic sources, positions of authority, 
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respect from others and having knowledge in a certain field (French & Raven, 1959). The 
feeling of power can also be described as a psychological state which is quite easy to manipulate 
(e.g. Galinsky et al., 2003) and has a wide impact on one’s behaviour. One of the areas that 
power impacts is consumption patterns and purchase behaviour: individuals who feel powerful 
might be more willing to acquire luxury brands (Mandel et al., 2006), while individuals who 
feel powerless might be less willing to spend money on consumer goods overall (Dacher et al., 
2003) or, paradoxically, they might tend to purchase goods that have characteristics, like status, 
which make them feel more powerful (Rucker, 2009). In short, the degree of power which one 
feels greatly sways the patterns of consumption of such individual. 
Power and personal control: Focusing on the state of feeling powerless, it is defined as 
an aversive state (Dacher et al., 2003) that individuals want to mitigate whenever possible 
(Rucker & Galinsky, 2008). Powerlessness is normally linked to lacking control and control is 
highly desirable; by the same logic, regaining power will be associated with regaining control. 
Past research has shown that power induces people to trust they have control over all sorts of 
resources and consequences (Fast et al., 2009). Skinner, Chapman, & Baltes (1988) referred to 
personal control as the extent to which an individual can produce desirable outcomes and avert 
undesirable ones. Extensive scholarship on the notion of personal control has agreed upon the 
idea that the perception of one’s personal control results in mental and physical welfare (Langer 
& Rodin, 1976; Luck et al., 1999), thus people strongly desire control. Sensing personal control 
is also beneficial because it motivates one to take action to solve problems (Ross & Mirowsky, 
1989), improves individuals’ sense of competence (Thompson, 1981) and lowers anxiety-
related feelings stemming from world randomness and chaos (Kay et al. 2009).  
Personal control, much like power, might be achieved through various replaceable 
sources. Inesi et al. (2011) provided evidence for this theory through a substitutability 
hypothesis, which proved the interchangeability of choice and power to achieve control. So, 
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when individuals sense a threat to one of these forces and they feel powerless, for example, 
they will seek to achieve the basic need for control through alternative sources that will serve 
the same purpose. In fact, personal control might be threatened in several ways, for example, 
when social density is high (Baum & Valins, 1977; Consiglio et al., 2018) or when there is 
spatial confinement (Levav & Zhu, 2009). When facing a threat to control, which in turn 
triggers feelings of anxiety and discomfort, individuals engage in compensatory behaviour. For 
example, Kay et al. (2009) demonstrated that to reduce anxiety resulting from threats to the 
belief that our world is non-random, people will perceive patterns in noise, support their 
government more fiercely and strengthen their beliefs in God. Also, Cutright (2012) 
demonstrated that individuals might respond to threats to control by engaging in structured 
consumption (e.g. a preference for boundaries).  
Threats to power and compensatory behaviour: In the same way other psychological 
threats lead to compensatory behaviour, feelings of powerlessness are also expected to result in 
compensatory behaviour to restore power. A likely mechanism through which this behaviour 
manifests is in product preference and choice (Rozenkrants et al., 2017). Authors Rucker & 
Galinsky (2013) defined the term compensatory consumption as “the desire for, acquisition, or 
use of products to respond to a psychological need or deficit”. This type of consumption is 
compensatory as it is carried out to offset a threat to one’s self-identity and there are several 
findings supporting the fact that it does result in alleviation of the threat (e.g. Gao et al., 2009). 
People engage in this behaviour to symbolically signal mastery of the threatened dimension via 
symbols of completeness (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981). There are many reasons why an 
individual chooses to engage in compensatory consumption instead of directly addressing the 
threat, however, in agreement with signalling theory, there is a higher probability that it happens 
when consumption is seen and recognized by others.  
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Marketing research has found that products convey information about the characteristics 
of their holders (e.g. Shavitt & Nelson, 1999). Individuals often choose brands which associate 
with their self-image and portray the identity that they see in themselves and want others to see 
in them. As mentioned previously, Rozenkrants et al. (2017) posited that polarizing products 
are more self-expressive than non-polarizing ones and that they are deemed to communicate 
more information about the consumers than non-polarizing products. From this perspective, it 
is logical that powerless individuals might prefer controversial brands as they might be more 
effective in expressing the individual’s identity and boost their sense of power. 
Linking prior studies to the present research, it is expected that individuals who feel 
powerless will use compensatory consumption as a means to alleviate the threat they are 
experiencing and that they do so by choosing brands that have self-expressive attributes. 
Therefore, the consumption of controversial brands is hypothesized as a way to regain power: 
controversial brands are perceived as powerful and for this reason, powerless individuals will 
be more inclined – than powerful individuals – to consume those brands, which serve as a 
surrogate means of attaining power. This rationale leads to the next hypothesis tested, that: 
H2: individuals who feel powerless have a higher purchase intention for controversial brands 
(vs. non-controversial brands) when compared to individuals who feel powerful. 
Sources of power: Previously, it was mentioned that power can originate from different 
sources. To extend the results of the second hypothesis, it seemed relevant to analyse how the 
different spheres where power stems from can affect individuals’ relationship with 
controversial brands. In this research, the Spheres of Control scale is used as a measure of power 
(see 4. Methodology for further details), which includes three domains of life: personal, 
interpersonal and socio-political. Given that powerless individuals will utilize the consumption 
of controversial brands as a compensatory behaviour to restore power, it is logical that they will 
prefer brands that are controversial in the domain in which they feel powerless. To illustrate, if 
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a person is feeling powerless in relation to the ruling government it is expected that this person 
prefers a brand that is controversial in the socio-political domain rather than a brand that is 
controversial regarding weight loss for example. Work by Wicklund & Gollwitzer (1981) 
supports the premise that individuals will compensate in a threat-specific manner, and the 
present research aims to add to these findings by analysing threats to different scopes of power. 
Summarizing, the third hypothesis investigated in this research is the following: 
H3: individuals who feel powerless versus powerful in one domain (personal, interpersonal, 
socio-political) prefer controversial brands versus non-controversial in the same domain.  
3. Research framework 
Now that the hypotheses have been presented, it is pertinent to summarize the model 
which will be tested (Figure 1). It is posited that controversial brands are perceived as higher 
risk takers than non-controversial brands because controversial issues are dividing and difficult 
to approach which might harm the brand acting controversially. In turn, this affects the 
perception of brand power: existing literature has shown that risk-takers are perceived as being 
in a powerful position which allows them to take risks without worrying about the consequences 
(Bellezza et al., 2014). If a controversial brand is perceived as powerful – through the explained 
mechanism – then, there will be higher purchase intention for this brand. Actually, individuals 
who suffer threats to personal control have higher purchase intention for high-agency brands 
(brands that have a high ability to impact widespread outcomes) (Beck et al., 2019). Further, 
this model is mediated by individuals’ sense of power. The anticipated effects are stronger as 
an individual’s sense of power decreases, meaning that the positive effect of brand controversy 
on purchase intention is likely stronger when individuals feel powerless (vs. when individuals 
feel powerful). This is expected to happen since the perception of brand power is more relevant 
to individuals who feel powerless, and therefore controversial brands are more appealing to 








Figure 1. Hypothesized model 
The present work intends to contribute to the literature on controversy as well as research 
regarding compensatory consumption in response to threats to power. The novelty of this study 
is that it proposes brand controversy as a possible attractive factor for powerless individuals. 
Individuals see it as a signal of power on the side of the brand and so, the consumption of such 
brand might be used as a way to regain their own sense of power. A meticulous search of the 
relevant literature led to the conclusion that there is currently no research of this kind therefore, 
this work aims to close this literature gap. The gathered insights will be useful for companies 
to know whether it is favourable to venture into controversy according to the type of consumers 
that the brand attracts or aims to attract.    
4. Methodology 
To test the hypotheses presented previously, a quantitative experimental study was 
conducted through an online questionnaire, using the data collection platform Qualtrics. 
Participants were randomly assigned to either a controversial or non-controversial scenario, via 
the platform’s randomizer tool which presented both scenarios evenly. Employing the scenario 
method allowed to control the controversy variable, namely it guaranteed that all participants 
were prompted to think of a controversial (or non-controversial) topic that met the criteria 
defined by this research. Prior studies have defined that something is controversial when it 
causes disagreement, divergent opinions and when, at the same time, many people feel strongly 
about the topic (Chen & Berger, 2013; Boring, 1929). With this in mind, two scenarios were 
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created that were loosely based on Gillette’s campaign “The best a man can be”, in which the 
brand criticised the problematic of toxic masculinity and pledged to donate 1 million dollars to 
“non-profit organizations executing (…) programs designed to help men of all ages achieve 
their personal best” (Gillette, 2019). Both scenarios first presented a short description of a 
movement that was talked about in recent years so that even if the participant was not totally 
familiar with the movement, they could answer the questions with knowledge of the topic. The 
controversial scenario described a brand that supported the #MeToo movement, which fit the 
definition of controversial brand. This movement became viral online and generated a wide 
discussion – just 24 hours after the conversation started 4.7 million people used #MeToo on 
Facebook, and on Twitter the hashtag was used 1 million times in 48 hours (CBS News, 2017); 
the widespread discussion revealed opposite views regarding the movement and sexual 
harassment. For the non-controversial scenario, the same situation was described with the 
difference that the movement supported by the brand was non-controversial. For this scenario 
the World Cleanup Day was chosen, a movement that joins volunteers to take part in a waste 
collection day happening once a year worldwide. This movement, which started in 2018, did 
not cause controversy: many people were aware of it and talked about it on social media but in 
general, opinions were positive and consensual and it is safe to say that people did not feel as 
strongly about this issue (it was intended that the non-controversial movement was not related 
to climate change as this is regarded as a controversial topic). 
The questionnaire used the Spheres of Control scale to measure individual’s power 
(Paulhus & Van Selst, 1990). This scale is appropriate to assess power as the items measure 
relative control over oneself, others and general world outcomes. Most importantly, the 
comparative nature of power is captured by this scale because it allows to infer that individuals 





This study used the snowball sampling method (Kalton & Anderson, 1986) which resulted 
in a non-probability convenience sample of 131 participants that responded to an online 
questionnaire. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions (Annex 1 for full 
questionnaire). Those in the non-controversial condition first read about a non-controversial 
topic, as follows: 
Non-controversial scenario: movement description 
World Cleanup Day is a movement against the global solid waste problem that 
spread virally. On social media, the hashtag #worldcleanupday created a 
conversation on the topic and aimed to demonstrate how common the solid waste 
problem is all around the world. A great deal of people thought the movement 
was very positive for the environment, and no one really had a negative reaction 
to it. Therefore, the World Cleanup Day movement obtained a consensual 
positive response. 
Instead, participants in the controversial condition read the following: 
Controversial scenario: movement description 
#MeToo is a movement against sexual harassment that spread virally. On social 
media, the hashtag #metoo created a conversation on the topic and it aimed to 
demonstrate how common sexual harassment is all around the world. A great 
deal of people thought the movement was very positive for women but a 
significant amount of people had a negative reaction to it. Therefore, the 
#MeToo movement was surrounded with controversy. 
 
Subsequently, a manipulation check was included in the questionnaire to assess if the 
controversy manipulation was successful in producing the intended effect. All participants were 
required to evaluate on a 7-point Likert scale (1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) their level 
of agreement regarding if the movement caused opposing opinions, if it was relevant to society, 
if it was necessary, if it was changing outcomes and if it was controversial.  
Next, all participants read a description of a brand that launched a campaign in support of 
the movement they had just read about. Particularly, participants in the non-controversial 





Non-controversial scenario: brand description 
Imagine that Brand X, a well-known multinational fashion brand, launched a 
campaign in support of the World Cleanup Day movement in which it pledged 
to offer 1 million dollars per year, during the next 5 years, to non-profit 
organizations that help organize Clean Ups around the world. This campaign has 
the following slogan: “Buy at Brand X, support World Cleanup Day”. The 
campaign was spread through an advert on YouTube and television, billboards 
on the street, the company’s online store website, and in windows of their shops. 
Controversial scenario: brand description 
Imagine that Brand X, a well-known multinational fashion brand, launched a 
campaign in support of the World Cleanup Day movement in which it pledged 
to offer 1 million dollars per year, during the next 5 years, to non-profit 
organizations that help organize Clean Ups around the world. This campaign has 
the following slogan: “Buy at Brand X, support World Cleanup Day”. The 
campaign was spread through an advert on YouTube and television, billboards 
on the street, the company’s online store website, and in windows of their shops. 
In order to measure the dependent variable purchase intention, participants were asked to 
evaluate on a 7-point Likert scale (1-Very unlikely; 7-Very likely) how likely they would be to 
purchase a pair of jeans from this brand. After, the brand description was shown again and some 
brand perceptions were measured using single-items evaluated on a 7-point Likert scale (1-
Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) namely: influence in society, likelihood to cause debate, 
ability to change world outcomes, brand controversy, brand risk-taking, brand power, 
differentiation from competitors and the brand’s campaign genuineness. 
In order to evaluate individuals’ sense of power, the Spheres of Control scale was used 
(Paulhus & Van Selst, 1990). This scale consists of a battery of thirty items, evaluated on a 7-
point Likert scale (1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree), which are designed to assess control 
over three spheres of life: personal (e.g. “I can usually achieve what I want if I work hard for 
it.”), interpersonal (e.g. “I have no trouble making and keeping friends.”) and socio-political 
(e.g. “With enough effort we can wipe out political corruption.”).  
Finally, individuals’ attitude towards brands supporting causes was measured on a 7-
point Likert scale (1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) through averaging three-items: (a) “I 
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think brands have an obligation to support a cause”, (b) “I like brands that voice their opinions 
on controversial issues” and (c) “I pay attention to initiatives carried out by brands”. 
5. Analysis 
Before starting the data analysis, it was necessary to do a preliminary manual data 
cleaning in order to ensure maximum quality of responses which in turn increased the accuracy 
of the subsequent analysis (Rahm & Do, 2000). The four factors considered for excluding 
participants from the sample were completeness, response time, answer straightlining, and 
inconsistency (Qualtrics, 2019). There were 17 participants who did not complete the whole 
questionnaire and were excluded from the sample but for the remaining criteria, there were no 
abnormalities observed. Thus, the final sample consisted of 114 participants of which 78 were 
women and 36 were men with ages ranging from 19 to 70 years old (Annex 2 for all 
demographics). Out of 114 participants, 61 responded to the controversial scenario whereas 53 
responded to the non-controversial scenario. The different number of participants in each 
scenario was due to questionnaires that were only partially completed. 
5.1. Reliability of measures 
Two variables were measured using multiple-item scales, therefore it was necessary to 
evaluate their internal consistency. Both measures are deemed internally consistent according 
to Cronbach’s alpha: the measure of individual’s power had an alpha value of 0.794 (30-items) 
and the measure of attitude towards brands supporting causes had a value of 0.683 (3-items). 
5.2. Manipulation check 
By analysing the manipulation check it was concluded that participants who were 
subjected to the controversial scenario indeed perceived the movement as more controversial 
(Mc=5.03, SDc=1.4; Mnc=3.47, SDnc=1.68) and more likely to cause opposing opinions 
(Mc=5.42, SDc=1.28; Mnc=3.72, SDnc=1.69) than participants who were exposed to the non-
controversial scenario. An independent sample t-test confirmed that the differences in means 
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were significant (t(112)=5.40, p<.001; t(112)=6.12, p<.001). As expected, the controversial 
movement was also perceived as more prone to changing world outcomes (Mc=5.21, SDc=1.18; 
Mnc=4.64, SDnc=1.19; t(112)=2.56, p<.05). However, there was no statistically significant 
difference (p>.05) in the movements’ perceptions regarding their necessity and relevance to 
society. In sum, both topics were perceived as necessary and relevant, but one topic was more 
controversial than the other, as intended. Therefore, the manipulation of controversy was 
successful. 
5.3. Hypotheses testing 
Tests of normality were performed for all variables (Annex 3). Although most variables 
are not normally distributed, according to Central Limit Theorem (n=114) the tests performed 
below are valid. 
H1A: Participants in the non-controversial scenario perceived the brand as more powerful 
than participants exposed to the controversial scenario (Mnc=5.26, SDnc=1.02; Mc=4.73, 
SDc=1.39), contrary to what was hypothesized. An independent sample t-test confirmed that 
the difference in means is significant (t(112)=2.27, p<.05). This result implies that H1A is denied 
and that, according to the present sample, the opposite is confirmed – non-controversial brands 
are perceived as more powerful than controversial brands.  
Additionally, it is interesting to examine if there are differences between scenarios (non-
controversial and controversial) in perceptions of brand power while controlling for the effects 
of individuals’ power on their perceptions of brand power. In order to assess this, an ANCOVA 
test was performed which yielded that the interaction effect between the scenario and 
individual’s power is significant (F(1, 110)=8.47, p<.01). This result means that there is no 
homogeneity of regression slopes and thus, for each scenario, it is expected that the level of an 
individual’s sense of power affects the perception of brand power differently. Indeed, when 
running a regression (F(3,110)=5.09; p<.01) to fit each scenario it was concluded that this was 
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the case: in the controversial scenario when an individual’s power increases their perception of 
brand power also increases, while in the non-controversial scenario when an individual’s power 








Figure 2. Regression of perception of brand power according to individual’s power. (n=114) 
H1B: As hypothesized, participants in the controversial scenario perceived the brand as 
taking more risk than participants exposed to the non-controversial scenario which perceived 
the brand as taking less risk (Mc=5.33, SDc=1.42; Mnc=4.58, SDnc=1.63). Once again, an 
independent sample t-test concluded that the difference in means is statistically significant 
(t(112)=-2.6, p<.05).  
For this hypothesis, it is also relevant to check if there are differences between scenarios 
(non-controversial and controversial) in perceptions of brand risk-taking while controlling for 
the effects of individuals’ power on their perceptions of brand risk-taking. Again, an ANCOVA 
test was performed which concluded that the interaction effect between the scenario and 
individual’s power is not significant (F(1, 110)=.276, p>.05). This result implies that the 
hypothesis of homogeneity of regression slopes is not rejected so, for both scenarios, it is 
expected that individuals’ sense of power affects the perception of brand risk-taking in a similar 
manner whether the brand is controversial or non-controversial.  
To bring together the first hypothesis, the estimated effects of brand controversy on the 
perception of brand power via the perception of the brand’s risk-taking are presented (Figure 
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3). The only direct effect which proved to be significant was the effect of brand controversy on 
the perception of risk-taking (R2=.13, F(1, 112)=16.68, p<.001; β=.366, p<.001). Conversely, 
the effect of perceived risk-taking on perception of brand power (R2=.007, F(1, 112)=0.826, 
p>.05; β=.069, p>.05) and the direct effect of brand controversy on the perception of brand 




Figure 3. Representation of H1(**p < .001) 
Additionally, as exploratory research, other brand perceptions were assessed and 
compared between the two scenarios. Only for the likelihood to cause debate variable were 
there significant differences between the means (Mnc=5.26, SDnc=1.11; Mc=5.67, SDc=1.08; 
t(112)=-1.99, p<.05). Although the controversial movement was perceived as more prone to 
changing world outcomes, this did not carry over to a significant difference in the perception 
of brand’s ability to change world outcomes (Mnc=5.42, SDnc=1.23; Mc=5.07, SDc=1.24; 
t(112)=1.51, p>.05). For the remaining perceptions tested – brand’s campaign genuineness 
(Mnc=4.28, SDnc=1.39; Mc=4.24, SDc=1.43; t(112)=.14, p>.05), influence in society (Mnc=5.36, 
SDnc=1.3; Mc=5.28, SDc=1.1; t(112)=.36, p>.05), differentiation from competitors (Mnc=5.13, 
SDnc=1.18; Mc=4.95, SDc=1.37; t(112)=.75, p>.05) – it is not possible to say that there are 
differences in means caused by the difference in scenarios, which means that being 
controversial is not causing the difference in these brand perceptions. 
H2: Regarding the second hypothesis, it was posited that individuals who feel powerless 
would have a higher purchase intention for controversial brands (than individuals who feel 
powerful), as they see in those brands a possible way of regaining power. Even though the 
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hypothesis that controversial brands are perceived as more powerful did not hold true, it was 
tested if regardless of this situation the second hypothesis remains valid.  
Overall, there was no statistically significant difference in purchase intention for the 
brand in the non-controversial and the controversial scenario (Mnc=5.68, SDnc=1.59; Mc=5.52, 
SDc=1.56; t(112)=-.524, p>.05). To check if there is a difference in purchase intention between 
scenarios for individuals with different levels of power, an ANCOVA test was run. The results 
do not allow to reject the hypothesis that there is homogeneity of regression slopes, as it was 
concluded that the interaction term between the scenario and individual’s power was not 
significant (F(1, 110)=.797, p>.05). Hence, it is presumed that the behaviour of brand purchase 
intention, along the scale of individuals’ sense of power, is similar in both scenarios. Still, the 
regression was plotted (Annex 4) and it alludes to the fact that individuals who feel less power 
have a lower purchase intention for controversial brands than individuals who feel more power, 
and for non-controversial brands the opposite is verified. However, the difference in slopes was 
not statistically significant.  
H3: Lastly, it was hypothesized that individuals who feel powerless in one domain, will 
prefer a controversial brand in the same domain, instead of a non-controversial brand. Despite 
the fact that the previous hypothesis was not confirmed, it is still worthwhile to test this last 
hypothesis, focusing on the domain of socio-political power. This was the domain of power 
chosen because the controversial scenario described a brand which is controversial in this same 
domain (#MeToo is considered a social movement). The method used is the same: an ANCOVA 
test to check if there is homogeneity of regression slopes. Once again, the interaction term 
between the scenario and individual’s sense of socio-political power was not significant 
(F(1,110)=.068, p>.05) meaning that the possibility of homogeneity of regression slopes is not 
rejected. This suggests that individual’s sense of power in a specific domain does not mediate 
purchase intention for controversial and non-controversial brands in a different manner. 
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Hypothesized model: Since there was no evidence to support hypotheses H2 and H3, and 
H1A was rejected, it is meaningless to test the hypothesized model as a whole. 
6. Discussion 
The first relationship hypothesized in the model was the only one confirmed: it was found 
that controversial brands are perceived as taking more risk than non-controversial brands. This 
finding is in accordance with past research which says that behaving in a non-conforming 
manner – as is the case of being controversial – is risky and potentially costly (Bellezza et al., 
2014). In the case of controversial brands, they risk losing customers by speaking out on issues 
that are dividing and could go against the customers’ views on that same issue. Also, there was 
no proof that an individual’s sense of power mediates the perception of brand risk-taking 
differently for both scenarios. In reality, it is logical that the perception of brand risk-taking is 
not directly affected by an individual’s sense of power as it is a straightforward characteristic.  
Controversial brands being perceived as taking more risk should lead them to be viewed 
as more powerful, or so it was thought. Instead, the opposite is true and non-controversial 
brands are viewed as more powerful than controversial brands which contradicts what Bellezza 
et al. (2014) had found regarding risk-taking being positively associated with power. Perhaps 
this occurs because people might associate taking risks with going to the last resort to get out 
of a position of disadvantage (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006), as for example low power. This 
research was applied to individuals and not brands, but intuitively a brand that has a less 
established position in the market (less power) also has less to lose and therefore might engage 
in more risky behaviour to attract attention. Another unexpected finding was that, in the 
controversial scenario, when an individual’s power increases their perception of brand power 
also increases, while in the non-controversial scenario the contrary is true. While it was this 
study’s belief that individuals’ lack of power would enhance their perception of brand power, 
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it is possible that these individuals’ perceptions of controversial brands are biased towards their 
own feelings of power. 
For the other hypotheses posited by this work – mainly that powerless individuals would 
have a higher purchase intention for controversial brands than non-controversial brands – no 
evidence was found to support the theory. Overall, it was not confirmed that there even exists 
a difference in purchase intention between both types of brands. The lack of significance in 
results might be due to several reasons, the main one being a flaw in the design of the 
experiment. When subjected to online questionnaires, participants often had not previously 
considered or put significant thought into the topic being dealt with. This means that real 
purchase intention for these brands might differ from what individuals reported, due to lack of 
reflection. It is also possible that controversy comes across as fake or only as a plan to attract 
attention, and that the main purpose of such controversy is not genuine concern over the matter 
(Kanter, 2009; Mattis, 2008). Finally, it might be the case that simply there is not an effect of 
individuals’ power on their purchase intention for controversial brands. Individuals might 
neither value nor be aware of brand controversy or brand’s support for controversial matters so 
for them, regardless of their sense of power, this is not something that is weighed in when 
considering a purchase.  
6.1. Implications 
As well as relevant theoretical implications, this research also provides some practical 
implications. Brands that aim to be controversial, or that are pondering to act controversially, 
should do so with caution. They should bear in mind that controversy will create an image of a 
risk-taker and can potentially make them seem less powerful when compared to other brands 
that are not controversial. Ultimately, consumer knowledge is crucial if a brand is deliberately 
considering controversy: if a brand’s consumers mostly feel powerful, they will react to 
controversy by viewing the brand as powerful as well. According to the findings, controversial 
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brands are also perceived as more likely to cause debate than non-controversial ones. Previous 
research has touched upon this (Chen & Berger, 2013) and being controversial might in fact be 
a way of attracting attention to a brand. It is just important to keep in mind that once a brand 
becomes controversial and it starts being discussed by the public, opinions about the brand will 
diverge and some potential consumers might be lost while others might be drawn to brand 
because of controversy. 
6.2. Limitations 
Inevitably, this study entails some additional limitations inherent to its methodology. 
First, the most noteworthy limitation pertains to sample attributes which hinder the 
generalization of the findings. The sample failed in terms of representativity: out of 114 
participants, 91.2% were Portuguese and 68.4% were women. This lack of diversity means that 
the results cannot be extrapolated to other populations. Culture might also play a role in 
perceptions and purchase intention of controversial brands. For instance, Asian cultures are 
believed to display more collectivist behaviours (Han & Shavitt, 1994) which could imply that 
they have lower purchase intention for dividing brands – such as controversial brands. 
Moreover, another limitation is related to the scenarios proposed: the brand description was 
succinct and participants assessed the campaign’s authenticity based on it. Although the 
campaign’s perceived genuineness was measured, this variable was not included in the tests as 
a mediating factor in purchase intention. This might have impacted the results, as perceived 
lack of authenticity is likely to affect purchase intention negatively. Finally, something that 
could have biased this study was the possibility of experimenter’s demand effects (Zizzo, 2010). 
However, the questionnaire had a final question meant to examine this concern, which 





7. Conclusion & Future Research 
Past research has looked at how consumers respond to threats to power by consuming in 
a compensatory fashion, and this study aimed to add to this literature by offering controversial 
brands as a possible way to do so. Even though it was not found that individuals who feel 
powerless respond by preferring controversial brands over non-controversial ones, some 
conclusions can be drawn. Controversial brands are perceived as taking more risk than non-
controversial ones. Also, they are perceived as less powerful than non-controversial brands, an 
effect that is negatively mediated by individual’s own sense of power. While it was expected 
that the perception of brand power would have an effect on powerless individuals purchase 
intention for controversial brands no evidence was found to support this. As a consequence, 
there was also no evidence to support the theory that powerless individuals in one domain prefer 
controversial brands in that same domain. 
One possible direction for future research is to inspect additional mediating factors in 
purchase intention for controversial brands, namely the effect of perceived campaign 
authenticity. This study did not include that as a mediating factor for purchase intention but, as 
a matter of fact, it is common for campaigns that do not seem to be genuine to have the opposite 
effect on purchase intention of the intended one. Companies that speak out on controversial 
issues are often accused of taking advantage of the issue itself to boost their image among the 
group of individuals who agrees with the opinion they express, as was the example of Gillette. 
Yet, if those individuals view it as a publicity stunt it is likely that they heavily criticize and 
even refrain from consuming the brand, which might harm brand image.  
Another possible continuation for this research would be to examine individual’s political 
orientation as a factor which influences support for controversial movements and causes. It 
might be the case that one’s political beliefs have a stronger influence in support for 
controversial brands than an individual’s sense of power. Or even that powerless individuals 
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with a certain political orientation respond differently to controversial brands than powerless 
individuals of the opposed political orientation. 
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Annex 1: Online questionnaire. 
 
Q1. Disclaimer 
As part of my Master’s thesis, I am investigating people’s opinions about certain brands. This 
survey will serve to collect data needed for my analysis. Your participation in this study is 
completely voluntary and you can withdraw at any time. All answers are anonymous. Please 
answer as truthfully as possible and keep in mind that there are no right or wrong answers. 
 
Answering this survey will take approximately 10 minutes. 
 
Thank you in advance for your contribution! 
 
Q2. Movement description (randomly assigned: non-controversial or controversial) 
World Cleanup Day is a movement against the global solid waste problem that spread virally. 
On social media, the hashtag #worldcleanupday created a conversation on the topic and aimed 
to demonstrate how common the solid waste problem is all around the world. A great deal of 
people thought the movement was very positive for the environment, and no one really had a 
negative reaction to it. Therefore, the World Cleanup Day movement obtained a consensual 
positive response. 
OR 
#MeToo is a movement against sexual harassment that spread virally. On social media, the 
hashtag #metoo created a conversation on the topic and it aimed to demonstrate how common 
sexual harassment is all around the world. A great deal of people thought the movement was 
very positive for women but a significant amount of people had a negative reaction to the it. 
Therefore, the #MeToo movement was surrounded with controversy. 
 
Q3. Manipulation check 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
(1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) 
1) The __________ movement causes opposing opinions 
2) The __________ movement is relevant to society 
3) The __________ movement is necessary 
4) The __________ movement is changing outcomes 
5) The __________ movement is controversial 
 
Q4. Brand scenario description 
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Imagine that Brand X, a well-known multinational fashion brand, launched a campaign in 
support of the World Cleanup Day movement in which it pledged to offer 1 million dollars per 
year, during the next 5 years, to non-profit organizations that help organize Clean Ups around 
the world. This campaign has the following slogan: “Buy at Brand X, support World Cleanup 
Day”. The campaign was spread through an advert on YouTube and television, billboards on 
the street, the company’s online store website, and in windows of their shops. 
OR 
Imagine that Brand X, a well-known multinational fashion brand, launched a campaign in 
support of the #MeToo movement in which it pledged to offer 1 million dollars per year, during 
the next 5 years, to non-profit organizations that help victims of sexual harassment access legal 
resources. This campaign has the following slogan: “Buy at Brand X, support #MeToo”. The 
campaign was spread through an advert on YouTube and television, billboards on the street, 
the company’s online store website, and in windows of their shops. 
 
Q5. Assess purchase intention 
Imagine that you are looking for some jeans. If they were available at a good price, how likely 
would you be to purchase them from Brand X? 
 (1-Very unlikely; 7-Very likely) 
 
Q6. Assess brand perceptions 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements regarding Brand X?  
(1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) 
1) Brand X is influential in society 
2) Brand X is likely to cause debate 
3) Brand X is helping to change outcomes in the world 
4) This campaign by Brand X might be perceived as controversial 
5) Brand X is taking risks  
6) Brand X is a powerful brand 
7) Brand X is different from its competitors  
8) The support shown by Brand X to the #MeToo movement is genuine 
 
Q7. Measure individual’s power: Spheres of Control scale 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
(1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) 
1) I can usually achieve what I want if I work hard for it. 
2) In my personal relationships, the other person usually has more control than I do. 




4) Once I make plans, I am almost certain to make them work. 
5) I have no trouble making and keeping friends. 
6) The average citizen can have an influence on government decisions. 
7) I prefer games involving some luck over games requiring pure skill. 
8) I'm not good at guiding the course of a conversation with several others. 
9) It is difficult for us to have much control over the things politicians do in office. 
10) I can learn almost anything if I set my mind to it. 
11) I can usually develop a personal relationship with someone I find appealing. 
12) Bad economic conditions are caused by world events that are beyond our control. 
13) My major accomplishments are entirely due to my hard work and ability. 
14) I can usually steer a conversation toward the topics I want to talk about. 
15) With enough effort we can wipe out political corruption. 
16) I usually do not set goals because I have a hard time following through on them. 
17) When I need assistance with something, I often find it difficult to get others to 
help. 
18) One of the major reasons we have wars is because people don't take enough interest 
in politics. 
19) Bad luck has sometimes prevented me from achieving things. 
20) If there's someone I want to meet, I can usually arrange it. 
21) There is nothing we, as consumers, can do to keep the cost of living from going 
higher. 
22) Almost anything is possible for me if I really want it. 
23) I often find it hard to get my point of view across to others. 
24) It is impossible to have any real influence over what big businesses do. 
25) Most of what happens in my career is beyond my control. 
26) In attempting to smooth over a disagreement, I sometimes make it worse. 
27) I prefer to concentrate my energy on other things rather than on solving the world's 
problems. 
28) I find it pointless to keep working on something that's too difficult for me. 
29) I find it easy to play an important part in most group situations. 
30) In the long run, we the voters are responsible for bad government on a national as 
well as a local level. 
 
Q8. Assess individual’s attitude towards brands supporting causes 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
(1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) 
1) I think brands have an obligation to support a cause. 
2) I like brands that voice their opinions on controversial issues. 
3) I pay attention to initiatives carried out by brands. 
 
Q9. Assess individual’s desirability for control 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
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(1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) 
1) I would prefer to be a leader than a follower 
2) When it comes to orders, I would rather give them than receive them. 
3) I enjoy political participation because I want to have as much of a say in running 
government as possible. 
4) I enjoy being able to influence the actions of others. 
Q10. Assess individual’s support for the movement displayed 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
(1-Strongly disagree; 7-Strongly agree) 
1) I support the World Cleanup Day movement 
2) I support movements against polluting the environment  
OR 
1) I support the #MeToo movement 




2) Gender  
3) Nationality 
4) Level of education (completed) 
5) Annual household income 
6) Political orientation 
 
Q12. Assess suspicion of hypotheses being tested 
















Annex 3: Tests of normality for all variables. 
 
 
Annex 4: Regression of brand purchase intention according to individual’s power. 
 
Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig.
OPPOSING_OPINIONS 0.192 114 0.000 0.891 114 0.000
RELEVANT_SOCIETY 0.290 114 0.000 0.731 114 0.000
NECESSARY 0.284 114 0.000 0.770 114 0.000
CHANGING_OUTCOMES 0.229 114 0.000 0.896 114 0.000
CONTROVERSIAL 0.174 114 0.000 0.918 114 0.000
INFLUENCE_SOCIETY 0.287 114 0.000 0.854 114 0.000
CAUSES_DEBATE 0.285 114 0.000 0.842 114 0.000
CHANGE_OUTCOMES 0.207 114 0.000 0.893 114 0.000
CONTROVERSY_BRAND 0.225 114 0.000 0.865 114 0.000
TAKING_RISKS 0.207 114 0.000 0.887 114 0.000
POWER_BRAND 0.239 114 0.000 0.864 114 0.000
DIFFERENT_COMPETITORS 0.186 114 0.000 0.922 114 0.000
SUPPORT_GENUINE 0.153 114 0.000 0.949 114 0.000




































Variables Tests of Normality
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Shapiro-Wilk
